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for his countrymen. The first issue on which he was as clear
as in Main Street or Babbitt was the imperative need of resist-
ing anything like fascism in America. As the dark menace of
Hitler rose over Europe it threw an ominous shadow across
the Atlantic. All humane men were troubled and appre-
hensive, but most Americans comforted themselves with the
thought that fascism could not reach beyond Europe. Lewis
took a common statement for the title of It Can't Happen
Here (1935). His novel was a prophetic account of what
might happen if fascism came to America with the election of
a fascist president in the election of 1936. This was only
prophecy, which is almost always unsubstantial in fiction, and
the details of his forecast seemed at many points copied
unconvincingly from events in Nazi Germany. But the book
was a tremendous pamphlet, in effect, against tyranny and
cruelty, a passionate defense of all that was generous and
tolerant in the American way of life. Lewis was taking no
position that was novel in him. Main Street had been against
fascism in the village, Babbitt against fascism in business,
Arrowsmith against fascism in medicine, Elmer Gantry against
fascism in the ministry. In It Can't Happen Here he focused
his attention on a possible future in American politics. Count-
less readers to whom fascism was only a foreign word came to
visualize the thing in a native form, ugly and deadly. Made
into a play, the story had an unprecedented experience on the
stage when the Federal Theater in 1936 produced it with
twenty-one companies at the same time throughout the coun-
try. For the next three years Lewis devoted himself chiefly to
writing for the stage, perhaps, as he believed, learning a new
art, and certainly accumulating material for a novel about the
theater.

He had become a classic figure in American fiction, and
Arrowsmith and Dodsworth promised to be read by a long
posterity. As to the rest of his work, it seemed likely to
undergo the same process of selection by time as Mark Twain's